FATHER ALOIS KAYSER AND THE RECENT HISTORY OF THE 
NAURUAN LANGUAGE 


Nauruan has the reputation of being a rather difficult language 
to learn. To acquire a reasonable competence in the language, one 
has to spend years on Nauru and live in close contact with native 
speakers. Professional linguists have made several attempts to 
produce a comprehensive description of its phonology, morphology 
and syntax, but the results must be considered fragmentary and 
incomplete!. Geoff Nathan, who worked on Nauruan under an East- 
West Center sponsored Pacific Language Development Project, 
wrote in 1973: "Phonetically, Nauruan is one of the most difficult 
languages I have ever encountered. It has a number of phones they 
don’t teach one about in phonetics class, one of which has escaped 
my analysis to this day. I think I can place it phonemically, but I can 
neither describe nor produce it to my, or my informant’s, 
satisfaction.?" And, as far as the lexicon is concerned, no bilingual 
dictionaries that would document the richness and semantic 
subtleties of the language have been published to date. ~ 

The genealogical classification of Nauruan is still a matter of 
conjecture. It is normally referred to as a Micronesian language but, 
according to Bender?, no close affinities with languages inside and 
outside Micronesia have so far been established. In his 
lexicostatistical study of the Austronesian language family, Dyen* 
groups it by itself as an independent coordinate branch within the 
Austronesian Linkage. A number of morphological and syntactic 
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structures are typically Austronesian, e.g. the distinction of inclusive 
and exclusive first person plural forms, the position of the genitive 
after the head noun, the verb - object word order, the obligatory 
possessive marker for inalienable possessions, while other features 
are more characteristic for non-Austronesian languages, e.g. the very 
high number of 39 noun-classes which require concord in pronouns, 


adjectives and numerals.° | 
What is reliably known about the structure of Nauruan® is 


contained in this grammar, the work of the Reverend Father Alois 
Kayser, a missionary of the Order ofthe Sacred Heart, who spent 
almost 40 years on the island. In 1936 Commander R.C. Garsia 
R.A.N. (Rtd), the administrator of Nauru, obtained a copy of the 
grammar. It was retyped on stencil and duplicated on a roneo copier. 
A limited number of copies found their way to the outside world and 
are now kept in the rare books collections of the Australian National 
Library, Canberra, the Mitchell Library, Sydney, and the School of 
Oriental and Asian Studies, University of London. This publication is 
a reprint of the copy that the Rev. Father Bernhard Lahn of the 
Catholic Church, Nauru kindly made available to the German 
Embassy in Canberra. No alterations have been made to the original 
text. 

Compared to other languages in the area, Nauruan was 
reduced to writing relatively late, less than 100 years ago, and like 
elsewhere in the Pacific, Christian missionaries completed the task. 
In Nauru it was the Rev. Phillip Adam Delaporte who alphabetised 
the language. Delaporte and his wife were sent to Nauru in 
November 1899 by the Central Union Church of Honolulu under the 
sponsorship of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign 
Missions. The Delaportes were of German descent; both had 
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migrated to the United States at the age of sixteen. They were 
replacing a Gilbertese pastor, the Reverend Tabuia of Tarawa, who 
had been on Nauru since 1887. His efforts to convert the Nauruans 
remained unsuccessful mainly because of his failure to learn the 
language. He used to preach in Gilbertese which was only 
understood by a handful of people on the island. 

By 1901, Delaporte had opened a mission school at Orro and, 
with the help of his wife and Nauruan assistants, basic literacy and 
numeracy skills were taught in the native language. Later, additional 
Protestant schools were established in the districts of Anebare 
(under Mr and Mrs Quabin), Meneng (under Mr and Mrs Auwobo) 
and Ewa (under Mr Lajanar and his wife Neibaj from the Marshall 
Islands). Gradually German was introduced as the language of 
instruction. In 1911, Nauru became the first German colony in the 
Pacific where German was the official school language.’ From 1900 
onwards, in cooperation with Nauruan converts, especially Timothy 
Detudamo (later Pastor and High Chief) and Jacob Aroi (later 
Pastor and Head Teacher), the Protestant Mission published in quick 
succession primers for schools and texts for religious instruction in 
the vernacular. As the titles show, lexical gaps in the Nauru language 
were filled by German words: Buch en lesen n kakairun. Nauru 1900; 
Buch in drian nea wanara buch Kristian n tsitan Gott. Nauru 1902; 
Etoronab inon nana re mek iat Testament Obwe me Testament 
Etsimeduw. Nauru 1903; Etoronab it Ekelesia, mu Urien ada itueb n 
Protestant. Nauru 1903; Wanara buch n kereri ran Protestantischen 
Schulen. Nauru 1904; Oat eonin: oa Katechismus n Bibel. Nauru 1905; 
Markus, Lukas ma aura Makur Apostel. Nauru 1905. 

The first Nauruan texts were produced in mimeographed form. 
In 1906 the Mission bought a small printing press in Sydney and 
trained seven young Nauruans in its operation. For financial reasons, 
only a small number of types had been purchased; this meant that 
not more than two pages could be set up at a time. The first printed 
book known to have been produced on the new press was Toranab in 
Bibel (Altes Testament), a collection of popular bible stories. 400 
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copies were printed in August 1906. However, the day that is 
remembered as a landmark in the history of the Nauruan language is 
the 31st of May 1907, when the translation of the New Testament 


Neues Testament naran aen wora Temoniba ma Amen Katsimor nea 
Jesu Kristo became available. It had taken Delaporte, Detudamo 
and Aroi seven years to complete the translation and it took the 
mission press six months to set and print the 625 copies of 537 pages 
each. Only the binding had to be done overseas in San Francisco. 
The day it went on sale, hundreds of people gathered around the 
mission long before daybreak to get a copy for the equivalent of 75 
US cents. 

The translation of the New Testament into the vernacular was 
undoubtedly of great importance for the missionary activities of the 
Protestant Church, but the significance of the achievement goes 
beyond the intended purpose of spreading the gospel. From a 
linguistic perspective, it marks the creation of Nauruan literature. 
Reducing the language to writing had required the translators to 
decide on orthographic, grammatical, stylistic and sociolinguistic 
standards for the written language. Furthermore, they had to engage 
in language engineering, i.e. expanding the vocabulary by borrowing 
words from other languages or creating new terms by derivation or 
paraphrase to encode concepts which were previously unknown to 
the Nauruans. 

According to some sources, up to 1888 and until the first 
written texts became available, the Nauruans spoke a number of 
different dialects. Although the island is rather small, with a total 
land area of 21 sq. km and a population which at the time did not 
exceed 1500, people from different districts are said to have 
experienced difficulties in wholly understanding each other*. The 
codification and elaboration of the language created a model for all 
Nauruans and greatly contributed to the maintenance and survival of 
the vernacular under the growing influence of foreign languages, 
including Pidgin English, in the years to come. 
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deteriorating health, The Nauruans collected US $ 500, an enormous 


sum at the time, to allow Timothy Detudamo to accompany 
Delaporte to the United States so they could jointly finish the 
translation task. Detudamo, a gifted linguist who spoke German, 
English, Gilbertese and Marshallese, stayed three years in the United 
States. When he returned to Nauru, he became the spiritual and 
political leader of his people in their long struggle against 
colonialism. 

When Delaporte finally submitted the Nauruan version of the 
Old Testament to the Secretary of the American Board of Missions 
for publication, he had to convince the assessors of the quality of the 
translation. He wrote: "I may state here that I have reduced this 
language into writing. .... However we feel that in this present 
translation the Nauru people have as good a version as they will ever 
have, seeing that I am the only white man who speaks and thoroughly 
understands their language!!." 

I am quoting Delaporte verbatim because his last statement 
must be taken with a grain of salt. There is no doubt that he had an 
excellent command of the Nauruan language, but to state that he was 
the only white person to be proficient in Nauruan was deliberately 
or eae ee eg 
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ignoring the achievements of another missionary who had become a 
personal rival of Delaporte: Father Alois Kayser of the Order of the 
Sacred Heart. 

In 1902, three years after Delaporte’s arrival, the Catholic 
Church had sent Father Friedrich Gründl, a member of the Order of 
the Sacred Heart, from Germany to Nauru to set up a mission. He 
was joined one year later by Father Alois Kayser, a young priest, 
twenty-six years old, born in Lupstein, Alsace.!? The Catholic 
missionaries settled in the district of Yaren where they built a 
mission station and a school. The Protestant Church considered the 
presence of Catholic missionaries a provocative intrusion into its 


territory. It was unavoidable that tensions developed between the 


representatives of the two denominations. At one stage the German 
Imperial Government had to intervene to prevent an embarrassing 
overt religious conflict.!? 

On his arrival in Nauru, Alois Kayser immediately started to 
learn the language and to collect words for a dictionary. Within a 
short period of time, he was able to communicate in Nauruan. He 
became a very popular figure with the Nauruans who marvelled at his 
linguistic skills. Fascinated by the diversity of Nauruan culture, 
Kayser spent his free time visiting the various districts on his bicycle 
and collecting linguistic and ethnological data. His first scientific 
paper was published in the respectable journal "Anthropos” in 1917. 
Its title "Die Eingeborenen von Nauru. (Südsee) Eine kritische Studie" 
(The inhabitants of Nauru. South Sea. A critical appraisal), however, 
is rather misleading as the reader expects to be presented with an 
ethnographic study of Nauruan society. Kayser’s paper is in fact a 
comprehensive review of Paul Hambruch’s work on the ethnography 
of Nauru which was published in two volumes 1914 and 1915 as part 
of G. Thilenius’s collection "Ergebnisse der Südsee-Expedition 1908- 
1910 der Hamburgischen Wissenschaftlichen Stiftung". 
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A ee is peré at the Museum of Ethnology, 
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Hambruch spent in the field, he collected a wealth of material and 
produced a voluminous ethnographical description of Nauru which 
includes a grammar, texts in the vernacular with interlinear 
translations and a German-Nauruan and Nauruan-German 
vocabulary. Kayser, who had obtained a copy of Hambruch’s work 
while on furlough in Germany, had misgivings about the professional 
ethnologist’s account of Nauru’s people, its beliefs, rituals, traditions, 
material culture and language, and decided to set things straight. The 
linguistic description in particular abounded in factual errors and 
misconceptions. It was inconceivable that Hambruch had collected all 
the linguistic material personally, let alone analysed it in the short 
period of time that he had spent on the island. Kayser suspected that 


tha deceription Was based on material that Hambruch had obtained 
from Delaporte. There was a rumour in Nauru that Delaporte had 
written a grammar which nobody wanted to publish because it was 
linguistically not up to the required standard. Hambruch, it seemed, 
had edited this manuscript by adding some observations of his own, 
using a narrower phonetic transcription system and making a number 
of what Kayser considered unwarranted changes to the orthography. 
Kayser’s thorough review and constructive criticism of 
Hambruch’s work are a testimony to his standing as a scholar and his 
intimate knowledge of the culture and language of Nauru. One 
example of his linguistic expertise shall be mentioned here as it is of 
wider interest. It concerns the etymology of the very name of the 
island, Nauru. The orthographic rendering Nauru represents an 
autochthonous form Naoero. According to Hambruch this should be 
interpreted as a contraction of an original a-nuau-a-Q-0roro meaning 
"I go to the beach". Kayser rejects this explanation by pointing out 
that in Nauruan "beach", as the target of a motion verb, requires the 
direction marker rodu meaning "downwards". Nauruans think of the 
beach as the geographically lowest point of the island, not only in 
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relation to the land, but surprisingly enough, also in relation to the 
sea. So, regardless of whether one goes to the beach descending from 
the elevated land, or gets there wading through the shallow lagoon, 


the presence of rodu is required when one wants to express the idea 
of heading towards the beach. The fact that rodu is missing in 
Hambruch’s base form makes his etymology of the name Nauru 
untenable. 

Father Kayser’s ethnographic papers contain a wealth of 
information for the linguist and lexicographer. His second major 
paper, which he also wrote in Germany, deals with the leisurely 
activities of Nauruans: "Spiel und Sport auf Naoero." (Games and 
Pastimes in Nauru)!*. The outbreak of World War I prevented 
Kayser from going back to Nauru and taking up his missionary 
activities and research. All German nationals including the 
missionaries had been deported to Australia in November 1914, after 
Australian military forces took possession of the island. Kayser held 
little hope of ever returning to Nauru. He had signed his paper on 
games and pastimes: Father Alois Kayser M.S.C., former missionary 
in Nauru. 

The events in Europe had far reaching consequences for the 
former German colonies in the Pacific. Following the Versailles 
peace treaty of 1919, Germany ceased to be a colonial power. Nauru 
had been taken over by Great Britain, Australia and New Zealand 
under a League of Nation Mandate and was now administered on 
behalf af the other two partners by Australia. 

For Alois Kayser the treaty of Versailles was good news. His 
native Alsace had again become a part of the French Republic. 
Overnight his citizenship had changed, and as a French national, he 
was allowed to return to his adopted island home. In 1921 he again 
set foot on the island which he had left seven years before. Big 
changes had taken place, Nauru was no longer the quiet backwater 
he had known in the past. The British Phosphate Commission was 
now mining phosphate on a large scale. To increase production they 
had brought in workers from Truk and Mortlock, from Pingelap and 
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Mokil, from the Gilbert Islands and from as far away as Hongkong t 
Nauru. In all, 1200 foreigners were working and living side by > 
ern dien annie 

. economy was being replaced by a 
cash economy. The traditional way of life was changing rapidly as it 
was not compatible with the time schedule that modern industry 
imposed on its employees and workers. Diseases, especially leprosy, 
tuberculosis and filariasis reached epidemic proportions. The number 
of native Nauruans fell drastically. Father Paul Weber M.S.C., who 
visited Kayser in 1933 was told that at one stage 380 people were 
confined to the leper compound and nearly 80% of the population 
had contracted filariasis’. The day when the Nauruan population 
again reached the 1905 level of 1500, the 26th of October 1932, is 
still celebrated as a Public Holiday, Angam Day. 

The care for the sick and his pastoral commitments left Kayser 
little time for his linguistic and ethnographic research. He told Father 
Weber that his work on the Nauruan grammar was progressing slowly 
but steadily. 12000 entries for the Nauruan dictionary had so far been 
collected and put in alphabetical order. He expected that still more 
than twice as many words had to be added, a task that would take 
him years to complete. 

What happened to Kayser’s comprehensive collection of lexical 
data is not known. Was it lost when the Catholic Mission and 
residence were demolished during the Japanese occupation to make 
place for a military airstrip? Is this the dictionary that is mentioned 
in the November 1940 edition of Pacific Island Monthly in an article 
entitled Nauru-English Dictionary from which I quote!®: "Writing from 
Nauru recently, Rev. Clifford L. Welch tells of the completion of a 
Nauru-English dictionary. Work is now being commenced on an 
English-Nauruan dictionary." The article acknowledges Kayser’s 


contribution: "Pioneering work of great magnitude on the Nauruan 
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language was done by the Rev. Father Kayser, MSC, who, during 30 
years of devoted missionary service in Nauru, made a thorough and 
comprehensive study of the local native idioms, as well as producing 
a grammar of the Nauruan language. Father Kayser is the author of a 
number of anthropological papers on Nauruan subjects in overseas 
Journals, and has masses of additional material in type, the value of 
which, from the point of view of retaining official records of the 
Nauru of pre-European times, is inestimable." 

Kayser’s grammar completed in 1936 and handed over to the 
Administration of Nauru in the same year sparked new interest in 
the promotion of Nauruan language and culture. In his annual report 
to the League of Nations, the Administrator included a brief section 
describing the new developments: 

"During the year a recently-completed and encyclopaedic work 
embodying the grammar of the old Nauruan language, the work of a 
missionary who has been 30 years on Nauru, was obtained by the 
Administration. 

Arrangements have been made to produce a simplified 
grammar suitable for teaching the Nauruan in its modern 
developments. 

Work is also in progress on the adaptation of basic English to 
the teaching of English in the native schools. 

A Language Committee has been at work during the year to 
settle the standard Nauruan equivalents of the basic English words." 

The Committee which had been appointed with the brief to 
investigate "certain matters connected with the Nauruan language" 
consisted of Mr. W.C. Groves, the Director of Education 
(Chairman), the Native Medical Assistant Bernicke, the Rev. Clifford 
Welch, Head Chief T. Detudamo, Head Teacher J. Aroi and Father 
Alois Kayser. 

The results of their deliberations were written up in the form of 
a report which was submitted to the Administration. The committee 
recommended a reform of the Nauruan orthography, new rules for 
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to the German ones which were still widely used. The 
recommendations were officially accepted by the Administration and 
gazetted on 5 November 1938. The committee continued to function 
as a sort of Language Academy, to which the Administration referred- 
all questions regarding the spelling and pronunciation of Nauruan 
words, including the spelling of personal names in connection with 
the registration of births. : 

The new orthography aimed at simplifying and codifying the 
writing system of Nauruan. The Australian linguist Arthur Capell was 
critical of the reform. In his view the simplification had gone too far. 
In a reading test that he had administered to Nauruan school boys, 
who were borders at Knox College Sydney, he found that they 
"stumbled quite a deal because of ambiguous vowel symbols. "17 In his 
1954 report to the South Pacific Commission, he recommended that 
a full phonemic study of the language be made and the spelling be 
revised. He repeated this recommendation in his second report of 
1962. 

The spelling used in Kayser’s grammar is not that of 
Delaporte’s bible translation and it is not yet the one which was 
officially adopted by the Administration in 1938. It is based on the 
transcription system that Kayser was required to use in his Anthropos 
publications. Capell regards it as far more accurate than the 
reformed orthography. The reader might find it useful to compare 
the two different systems. We have therefore included the 
unabridged 1938 Report of the Nauruan Language Committee 
regarding the spelling reform in the Appendix. 

During the Second World War, Nauru was occupied by Japan. 
All Europeans, with the exception of seven who refused to leave, had 
been evacuated before the Japanese landed in August 1942. Among 
those who stayed behind were Father Alois Kayser, now in his mid 
sixties, and his Australian colleague Father Clivaz M.S.C. They 
wanted to be with their flock in the difficult times ahead. The 
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Japanese military ruled Nauru with an iron fist. They brought in 4000 
marines and labourers who turned the island into a military 
stronghold. To reduce the size of the population, 1200 Nauruans 
were deported to the Caroline Islands. The first party of 600 left on 
the 29th of June 1943 led by Kaicho Detudamo and Joseph Harris, 
the second on the 16th of August headed by Albert Harris. The 
Japanese commander allowed Father Kayser and Father Clivaz to 
accompany the deportees. The Nauruans were shipped to the islands 
of Tol and Fefan in the Truk group where they were used as 
plantation labourers and workers on military construction sites!?. 
The local people under their chief Karl Arkmann, a German half- 
caste, tried to help the Nauruans as much as they could, but they too 
were short of food and the basic necessities of life. 

Australian military forces re-occupied Nauru on 13 September 
1945. A few months later the British Phosphate Commission ship 
"Trienza" was sent to Truk to bring home the deported Nauruans. 
Only 737 had survived the ordeal; the rest had perished as a result of 
starvation, disease and maltreatment. Among those who had died 
was Father Alois Kayser!?”. On 31 January 1946, the survivors 
returned to Nauru. 

Twenty years later, when the island became an independent 
nation, the 31st of January was chosen as the inauguration date and 
national day of the newly founded Republic of Nauru. A memorial to 
Alois Kayser was unveiled on Nauru on the 7th of December 1947 
and the grateful Nauruans paid homage to their devoted priest and 
learned friend by naming Kayser College after him. 
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PUBLICATIONS OF ALOIS KAYSER M.S.C. 


Kayser, Alois and Friedrich Gründl 

1904 Katechismus in Ekklesia Katholik. Freiburg: Herder. 

1905 Torenöb in Bibel in oniñ. Freiburg: Herder. 

1908 Buch It Detaro. Nauru: Mission Katholik. 

Kayser, Alois 

1915a Buch It Detaro. Nauru: Mission Katholik. 

1915b Nuwawit testament obuä me Nuwawit testament etimeduw. Biblische 
Geschichte von Dr. J. Schuster. In die Sprache der Insel Nauru 
(Marshall Inseln) iibersetzt von P. Al. Kayser, Missionar vom hl. 
Herzen Jesu. Miinster: Westfalische Vereinsdruckerei. 

1917/18 "Die Eingeborenen von Nauru (Siidsee). Eine kritische Studie." 
Anthropos XIU/XU: 313/337. 

1921/22/ and 23/24 "Spiel und Sport auf Naoero." Anthropos XIV/XVII: 
681/711 and XVIII/XIX: 297/328. 

1925 Catechismus Nea Panän Nuwawit Kereri Nea Catholic. E gadauw eow 
itürin 
P. Kayser, M.S.C. Sydney: William Brooks & Co. 

1934a "Der Pandanus auf Nauru." Anthropos XXIX: 775/791 

1934b Book It Detaro. Sydney: Halstead Printing. 

1936a "Die Fischerei auf Nauru (Pleasant Island)." Mitteilungen der 
Anthropologischen Gesellschaft in Wien. LXVI: 92/149. 

1936b Nauru Grammar. Nauru: Administration (duplicated). 
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